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Résumé 
La cohésion du quartier est un résultat souhaitable des communautés socialement durables. Cependant, un tel 
résultat n'est pas nécessairement associé aux communautés de banlieue planifiées. Cette recherche empirique 
mesure les dimensions affectives et interactives de la cohésion du quartier et leurs corrélations avec la percep-
tion des résidents quant à l’unicité du quartier. À l'aide de méthodes qualitatives et quantitatives, il considère 
les attributs physiques et sociaux de deux quartiers de banlieue à Calgary pour fournir une interprétation en 
profondeur des similitudes et des différences dans la cohésion du quartier. Les résultats portent sur un aspect 
important de la planification communautaire associé à l’attractivité de la vie suburbaine quasi-fermée dans des 
lotissements à faible densité incorporés dans l’environnement naturel. 
Mots-clés: cohésion de quartier, banlieue quasi-fermée, sens de la communauté, planification communautaire, 
unicité 
Abstract 
Neighbourhood cohesion is a desirable outcome of socially sustainable communities. However, such an out-
come is not necessarily associated with suburban master-planned communities. This empirical research 
measures affective and interactive dimensions of neighbourhood cohesion and their correlations with resi-
dents’ perception of neighbourhood uniqueness. Using qualitative and quantitative methods, it considers the 
physical and social attributes of two suburban neighbourhoods in Calgary to provide an in-depth interpretation 
of similarities and differences in neighbourhood cohesion. The findings address an important aspect of com-
munity planning associated with the attractiveness of quasi-gated suburban living in low-density developments 
embedded in the natural environment.  
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Introduction 
There seems to be a consensus in the planning liter-
ature that neighbourhood cohesion, sense of com-
munity, and place attachment are desirable out-
comes that contribute to better neighbourhoods 
(Kearns & Forrest, 2000; Lewicka, 2010; Rogers & 
Sukolratanametee, 2009). However, such outcomes 
are not necessarily associated with suburban master-
planned communities, often due to their low-density 
patterns of residential development that lack diversi-
ty of functions and places for community interac-
tion. In the planning literature neighbourhood cohe-
sion is often associated with diversity and density 
reasserting the importance of community planning 
strategies that promote diversity of housing types, 
mixed-use developments, and destinations 
(enhanced public realm connected to transit) to fos-
ter a sense of place and belonging (Grant, 2007; 
Dekker & Bolt, 2005; Talen, 2000). Neighbourhood 
cohesion is consciously produced and maintained 
through community planning and design interven-
tion that encourage social mix, diversity of places 
and people to establish and strengthen social cohe-
sion (Callies, Franzese, & Guth, 2003; Tsenkova & 
Damiani, 2009). It is a complex concept that encom-
passes a wide range of categories and markers from 
socio-economic characteristics to social networks, 
class, identity, lifestyles and politics of spatial inclu-
sion. While it is difficult to offer a clear cut defini-
tion of neighbourhood cohesion in the suburban 
context, the obvious absence of diversity in terms of 
conventional physical attributes and social charac-
teristics has undoubtedly resulted in urban studies 
that have labeled the suburbs as largely uniform en-
vironments that lack a sense of place, identity and 
social interaction (Scannell & Gifford, 2010; Low, 
2001; Rogers & Sukolratanametee, 2009).  
Other theoretical approaches advance the notion that 
a fair amount of homogeneity needs to be main-
tained to enhance neighbourhood cohesion and so-
cial interaction. Residential enclaves and gated 
communities support homogeneity and have 
emerged as a planning strategy to address the absent 
sense of community in the suburbs (Wilson-
Doenges, 2000). The definition of a common terri-
tory imbued with shared values and identities (Le 
Goix, 2004) reinforces a sense of belonging, as is 
uniformity of physical appearance of the neighbour-
hood and conformity of the residents to common 
rules and norms (Atkinson & Flint, 2004; Genis, 
2007). Such residential developments are centered 
on lifestyle, prestige and security (Low, 2001), the 
walls and gates are prominent physical and func-
tional characteristics (Blakely & Snyder, 1997), as 
is self-management and social control over privat-
ized developments (Blandy & Lister, 2005). Plan-
ning such physically-contingent communities pro-
motes social homogeneity and exclusion (Atkinson 
& Blandy, 2005), and even if the physical environ-
ment enables and encourages social interaction, 
such effects do not necessarily extend to deeply 
forming a sense of community and long-term social 
networks (Talen, 2000, p.178).  
Canada is a suburban nation (Gordon & Janzen, 
2013; Gordon, Hindrichs & Willms, 2018), where 
automobile-dependent suburbs are the place of 
choice for many Canadians, marketed as the ideal 
form of affordable living in single-family homes 
with access to open space, recreation and amenities 
(Lewinberg & Gabor, 1997; Grant, 2006). Neigh-
bourhood cohesion in Canadian cities is explored in 
the literature in relation to social cohesion, socio-
economic diversity, social capital and growing eth-
nic diversity (Ahmadi, 2018; Grant, 2007; Walks, 
2014). Grant and Mittelsteadt (2004) provided the 
first typology of gated communities, distinguishing 
eight types situated along a continuum of gated-
ness, ranging from ornamental/symbolic gating to 
controlled guarded enclaves. With the worldwide 
proliferation of communities with explicit or implic-
it forms of gating, scholars have begun to analyse 
their physical, social and governance characteristics. 
Notwithstanding local and regional specifics, one 
group of scholars considers them as master-planned 
communities governed by collective tenure and in-
corporated organizational arrangements (Le Goix, 
2004; Pufe, 2009). A second group focuses on fenc-
es, walls and security features that distinguishes gat-
ed communities emphasizing the impact on segrega-
tion and property values. (Low, 2001;Vesselinov 
and Le Goix, 2009). While the conceptual clarity of 
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definitions is a problem, Townshend (2006) argues 
that disagreement over what constitutes a private 
neighbourhood or gated community revolves around 
the degree to which physical gating occurs, and the 
degree of vehicular and pedestrian access control. It 
is not the objective of this paper to re-visit this de-
bate or define different typologies. Rather, in this 
research we use the term quasi-gated neighbour-
hoods as a spatial transition between what might be 
an explicitly gated community (secure gates, walls, 
access controls) and an implicitly gated community 
(partial walls, symbolic gating, uncontrolled access, 
physical separation). We also consider community 
governance aspects that ensure compliance with 
covenants and norms at the community level.  
In the Canadian context, various types of gated sub-
urban communities exist (see Grant 2003; 2007), 
but they are not shown to be vehicles of exclusion 
or developments that lead to socially segregated cit-
ies (Walks, 2014) due to their small size and re-
sponse to the needs of niche consumer markets 
(such as retirement communities). A dominant pat-
tern of suburban development, however, tends to 
exhibit the physical and social characteristics of gat-
ed communities by encouraging homogeneity of 
residents, the physical environment, social control 
through homeowners’ associations and spatial ex-
clusion (quasi-gatedness) through a system of culs-
de-sac and embeddedness in the natural environ-
ment (forests, ravines, mountains, wild life sanctu-
aries). Quasi-gatedness does not convey the same 
level of spatial exclusion and social control in re-
sponse to fear of the different other (Low, 2001) and 
secession of wealthy elites from mass society 
(Atkinson & Flint, 2004). Rather, it is perceived as 
a planning strategy that responds to consumer pref-
erences for suburban living in low-density develop-
ments integrated in the natural environment. While 
such neighbourhood models are used in Canadian 
cities to accommodate rapid suburban growth, ques-
tions pertaining to neighbourhood cohesion in this 
context have not been researched.  
Objectives 
The main aim of this article is to address this gap 
and to unpack the perceptions of residents regarding 
different dimensions of neighbourhood cohesion 
through empirical research in two Calgary suburbs. 
The specific objective of our research is to explore 
neighbourhood cohesion by measuring it across its 
three dimensions—sense of community, sense of 
place attachment, social interaction of residents— 
and the correlation of these dimension with the 
sense of identity/uniqueness of its physical form. 
We look at the physical characteristics of the neigh-
bourhoods, key socioeconomic attributes of their 
residents and explore residents’ perceptions on co-
hesion through a combination of qualitative and 
quantitative survey methods.  
While the implementation of community plans in 
both neighbourhoods might be relatively similar in 
terms of development models, we expect the result-
ing social processes and neighbourhood cohesion to 
demonstrate significant differences due to residents’ 
perception of the uniqueness of their neighbour-
hood, diversity of housing, distinctiveness of resi-
dential architectural styles, as well as differing 
structures of neighbourhood governance. We join 
other groups of researchers who posit that neigh-
bourhoods and neighbourhood cohesion remain im-
portant in contemporary urban life (Tsenkova & 
Damiani, 2009; Grant & Tsenkova, 2012) as they 
are an extension of the home for social purposes 
(Forrest & Kearns, 2001), and that community plan-
ning can influence such processes. Plans shape the 
physical environment by defining land use, density, 
diversity, access to amenities and providing a devel-
opment model where a style of suburban living in a 
single-family home close to the natural environment 
might also reinforce perceptions related to place at-
tachment and sense of community. Such quasi-gated 
communities in Canadian cities have not attracted 
the attention of scholars but need to be part of the 
planning discourse on retrofitting the suburbs, smart 
growth, and neighbourhood cohesion.  
Our empirical research explores three aspects of 
quasi-gatedness in the neighbourhood defined by: i) 
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sense of spatial enclosure (one vehicular access to 
the neighbourhood, non-permeable streets, culs-de-
sac); ii) limited dimensions of functionality 
(predominantly low-density residential land uses, 
high share of single-family homes, serviced with 
basic amenities; and iii) presence of unique ele-
ments of the natural landscape that reinforce a sense 
of enclosure in the neighbourhood (natural forest, 
artificial lake, and/or golf course). 
This research seeks to contribute to the literature on 
neighbourhood cohesion in Canada’s suburban 
communities. The case study areas illustrate the typ-
ical pattern of suburban development in Calgary 
between 1995-2005, where the process (land devel-
opment, servicing, housebuilding and amenity pro-
vision) is commodified and the marketing empha-
sizes a suburban lifestyle of prestige, quality ameni-
ties, proximity to natural features (river, woods), a 
sense of seclusion and gated-ness. The development 
process is usually controlled by one major private 
developer with a responsibility to acquire planning 
approval (Area Structure Plan), service the land, 
maintain compliance with planning objectives, tar-
gets, and design guidelines, while selling different 
plots of land to private builders in different phases/
increments of the community development 
(Communities, 2014; Tsenkova & Damiani, 2009). 
The physical planning of these master-planned com-
munities utilizes single access1 and culs-de-sac ap-
proach to shape enclaves within the neighbourhood 
with similar housing types, forms of ownership and 
aesthetics. These are examples of private communi-
ties explored by Townshend (2006) where space 
privatization occurred in tandem with the develop-
ment of private recreational communities during the 
1980s and the early 1990s. Such lake and golf-
course neighbourhoods in the decades that followed 
incorporated gated enclaves of retirement communi-
ties and experiments of thematic suburban develop-
ments, such as environmental schemes (wetlands, 
prairie landscapes) or high street landscapes and 
aesthetics of neo-traditional design. The complexity 
of this evolution in suburban development in Calga-
ry maps a transition from public to private neigh-
bourhoods where such quasi-gated private commu-
nities have public access, the municipality is re-
sponsible for the maintenance of roads and open 
spaces, but permeability is limited as well as spatial 
integration with the rest of the city. One access 
point to the neighbourhood, each of around 5,000 
inhabitants, is due to regulations for provincial 
highways that prohibit multiple exits or entry points 
to prevent road hazards.  
During this time, Calgary experienced rapid growth, 
accommodated largely through peripheral suburban 
development. The Sustainable Suburbs Study (1995) 
promoted alternative practices in land use planning 
to create socially and environmentally responsive 
communities, emphasizing fiscal, social and envi-
ronmental policy goals central to sustainability 
(City of Calgary, 1995). In addition, the City of Cal-
gary adopted a number of high-level policies to pro-
mote the implementation of sustainable principles 
through land use planning in the Calgary Transpor-
tation Plan (1995), Calgary Municipal Develop-
ment Plan (1998), and ImagineCALGARY (2006). 
However, in reality even the award-winning plans 
of new urbanist communities such as McKenzie 
Towne and Garrison Woods (Tomalty & Haider, 
2013) were not meeting the sustainability objectives 
and targets in city-wide policies, despite progress 
related to higher density, diversity of housing and 
community accessibility (Tsenkova & Damiani, 
2009).  
The structure of the article is as follows. First, we 
provide an overview of the current literature on 
neighbourhood cohesion in general and offer a defi-
nition that allows a complex concept to be opera-
tionalized and measured. Second, we outline the 
research design and methodology used in the study 
to provide a framework for the empirical work ap-
plied in two suburban neighbourhoods. Subsequent-
ly, we discuss the results from our qualitative and 
quantitative comparative analysis of neighbourhood 
cohesion in quasi-gated communities and explain 
differences and similarities. Finally, we discuss im-
portant findings and implications for further re-
search. 
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Neighbourhood Cohesion 
The seminal work of Forrest and Kearns (2001; 
Kearns and Forrest, 2000) defines neighbourhood 
cohesion and its importance for the successful func-
tioning of the neighbourhood as a spatial unit for 
everyday urban life. A socially cohesive neighbour-
hood is a decisive element of quality of life and sta-
bility (Temkin & Rohe, 1998). Social cohesion in 
the literature is defined in general terms and often 
used interchangebly with social capital (Letki, 2008; 
Putnam, 2007). More detailed elaborations of the 
concept refer to social contacts, networks, social 
order, shared values and norms, place attachment 
and shared identity (Ahmadi, 2018; Forrest & 
Kearns, 2001; Tasan-Kok et al., 2014). A rigorous 
study of the phenomenon requires careful operation-
alization to guide robust empirical research. This is 
a critical consideration for this study, which specifi-
cally examines neighbourhood cohesion through 
quantitative and qualitative methods of analysis.  
While most of the studies exploring social cohesion 
at the neighbourhood level remain focused on social 
processes, Forest and Kearns emphasize the im-
portance of place and bring together physical and 
social aspects in their perspectives on neighbour-
hood cohesion, viewing the neighbourhood as 
‘context’, ‘community’, and ‘commodity’ (Forrest 
& Kearns, 2001, p.2141). They explore social cohe-
sion related to context and identity, all three form-
ing a triad with dialectic relations between each pair 
(Forrest & Kearns 2001). Context involves the so-
cial and physical context of the neighbourhood 
(neighbourhood effects on opportunities and life 
chances), identity involves social perception 
(reputation) and physical place (physical features 
and place attachment). Social cohesion, in turn, in-
volves notions of belonging and spatial mobility 
(commuting and residential turnover), affirming that 
“the building blocks of social cohesion reside within 
places” (Kearns & Forrest, 2000, p.1001). A recent 
literature review on social cohesion identified three 
widely shared perspectives: a) common values and 
norms, b) the existence of social ties and networks 
and c) neighbourhood attachment (Ahmadi, 2018). 
Previous scholarship has placed a lot of emphasis 
on these qualifiers and has explored their signifi-
cance on social cohesion mostly through qualitative 
research and compelling narratives on building so-
cial networks, solidarity and cultural diversity 
(Altman & Low, 1992; Forrest & Kearns, 2001).  
Academic discourse on neighbourhood cohesion in 
the planning literature centers on physical determin-
ism in shaping ‘community’ (Talen, 2000). The 
physical emphasis might differ depending on the 
marketing strategies and the emphasis on distinctive 
characteristics of a neighbourhood as a community 
or commodity. Suburban communities centered on 
lifestyle, prestige or security will be marketed as 
places with leisure amenities, unique aesthetics of 
the built environment, or the security provided by 
the walls and gates (Blakely & Snyder, 1997). A 
clear physical separation between different socio-
economic groups in a neighbourhood may be neces-
sary to improve satisfaction of residents with their 
housing and quality of the built environment (Billig 
& Churchman, 2003). This can be a reason behind 
the emergence of nested gated enclaves and two-tier 
privatized developments (Townshend, 2006). Talen 
(2000, p.178) argues against physical determinism 
utilized to create social cohesion and sustain com-
munity. She argues that planning such physically 
contingent communities promotes social and physi-
cal homogeneity and exclusion, and that even if the 
physical environment enables and encourages social 
interaction, it will not necessarily lead to long-term 
social networks.  
The urban form and physical design of suburban 
communities (we refer to this phenomenon as quasi-
gatedness) reinforces their spatial isolation. The 
physical attributes (single vehicular access, culs-de-
sac) prevent internal and external connectivity, rein-
force a degree of control over the suburban neigh-
bourhood, ensure predictable planning outcomes 
(single-family home on a large lot), provide oppor-
tunities for commodification (homogeneity of land 
uses and housing types) and reinforce perception of 
similarity to others (Colombo, Mosso, & De Piccoli, 
2001; Tsenkova & French, 2011). Such similarity, 
in return, facilitates greater social interaction within 
suburban neighbourhoods that includes activities 
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such as asking for help and informal visiting (Talen, 
2000). The experience of quasi-gatedness and sense 
of enclosure, reinforced by unique features of the 
natural landscape, enhances the attachment of sub-
urban residents with the place. This in turn is mani-
fested through affective, cognitive, and behavioral 
psychological processes (Scannell & Gifford, 2010) 
that collectively define degrees of neighbourhood 
cohesion. Such planning strategies of quasi-
gatedness not only reinforce neighbourhood isola-
tion, but succeed in commodifying and selling com-
munity as a ‘product’ not as a ‘process’, that 
“engenders a particular commodified world view 
which impacts on the way we interact with and con-
sider others” (Rosenblatt 2005, p.7). While it is a 
planning and policy objective to have socially cohe-
sive neighbourhoods, the practice often may create 
‘excluded estates’ rather than ‘permeable places’ 
that contribute to a socially integrated city (Kearns 
& Forrest 2000, p.1013).  
Different approaches and definitions of neighbour-
hood cohesion discussed above have influenced the 
conceptualization of this research. We have applied 
Buckner’s approach (1988), widely acknowledged 
as a significant contribution to the academic litera-
ture, with some modifications to guide our empiri-
cal work. He acknowledges that neighbourhood co-
hesion needs to account for wider systemic varia-
bles that have an impact on neighbourhoods such as 
physical size, topography, location within the city, 
and architectural style. Nevertheless, for the purpos-
es of calculating an index of neighbourhood cohe-
sion (NCI), Buckner conceptualizes it as consisting 
of three dimensions: i) psychological sense of com-
munity (affective dimension); ii) place attachment 
(affective dimension); and iii) neighbourliness or 
social interaction (interactive dimension) and uses a 
survey questionnaire consisting of 18 items to em-
pirically measure neighbourhood cohesion. The 
three dimensions capture the most significant char-
acteristics of social cohesion continuously identified 
in the literature – common values and norms, the 
existence of social ties and networks and neighbour-
hood attachment. Common values constitute a 
largely shared perspective that shapes a common 
sense of community in a place. Neighbourhood at-
tachment emphasizes the connection of people to 
physical and social environments, a sense of securi-
ty and solidarity that promotes social cohesion 
(Altman & Low, 1992), while the existence of so-
cial networks, formal or informal, is deemed im-
portant in defining social capital and cohesion 
(Putnam, 2007; Ahmadi, 2018). We consider Buck-
ner’s tool to be very useful as a simple measure of 
cohesion, but also as a way of differentiating be-
tween neighbourhoods. Other studies (Robinson & 
Wilkinson, 1995; Townshend, 2002; Townshend et 
al., 2015) support the robustness of the approach. In 
his original study of suburban neighbourhoods in 
Maryland, Buckner sets a range for the values of 
NCI— strong (3.5 to 5), moderate (2.5 to 3.5) or 
weak (1 to 2.5). We use these as benchmarks in our 
research (Buckner, 1988).The approach is based on 
a psychometric scale rather than an evaluation of 
residential behavior and how it relates to the three 
dimensions (Clark, Duque-Calvache, & Palomares-
Linares, 2017). 
Our empirical research contributes to the literature 
on quasi-gated communities by claiming that de-
grees of neighbourhood cohesion can differ signifi-
cantly from one community to the other based on 
residents’ sense of uniqueness of their neighbour-
hood. We also explore the impact of factors affect-
ing neighbourhood cohesion that have been identi-
fied in the planning discourse such as length of resi-
dence in the neighbourhood, household income, ten-
ure and gender (Dekker & Bolt, 2005; Lewicka, 
2010; Hipp & Perrin, 2006; Wilson-Doenges, 
2000). 
Research Design 
We used a combination of qualitative and quantita-
tive methods—planning policy and community plan 
content analysis, case study analysis, field observa-
tions, empirical work, and different methods of sta-
tistical analysis. The empirical work in Calgary in-
cluded a survey of residents, semi-structured inter-
views of residents and interviews of planners in-
Rethinking Neighbourhood Cohesion in the Suburbs 
CIP-ICU & ACUPP-APUCU 7 Canadian Planning and Policy 2020 
volved in the approval of the community plans in 
the two neighbourhoods.  
Case Study Neighbourhoods 
For the selection of the neighbourhoods, three que-
ries were carried out using GIS software to filter 
census tracts within Calgary metropolitan area. The 
total number of census tracts amounted to 17 corre-
sponding to nine neighbourhoods. They are Royal 
Oak, Tuscany, Valley Ridge, Crestmont, Cougar 
Ridge, West Springs, Aspen Woods, Springbank 
Hill, and Discovery Ridge. The queries identified 
census tracts whose housing inventory has been 
built since the year 2000, and census tracts that have 
above average dwelling value and above average 
household income to ensure similar socio-economic 
status. Figure 1 shows the location of the nine 
neighbourhoods that resulted from the queries. Ta-
ble 1 shows the land area, population, the number of 
access points to the neighbourhood and whether the 
neighbourhood has an elementary school.2 The 
neighbourhoods of Valley Ridge and Discovery 
Ridge were identified as comparable, meeting the 
criteria for this research in terms of being repre-
sentative of similar planning policies, development 
model, location in the city, physical form, single-
access and key socio-economic characteristics of the 
residents. We validated the appropriateness of these 
choices as representative of single-access suburban 
development model in Calgary through our key in-
formant interviews with municipal planners. 
Figures 2 and 3 show the physical layout with major 
arterial roads, boulevards, and housing clusters 
within each of the two neighbourhoods. 
The two suburban neighbourhoods are located on 
the western edge of the City of Calgary, overlook-
ing the Bow River and the Elbow River, about 17 
km from the downtown. Valley Ridge accommo-
dates a population of 5,042 in 1,731 dwelling units, 
while Discovery Ridge has a population of 4,398 in 
1,653 dwelling units (Statistics Canada 2011). Each 
neighbourhood has several recreational amenities 
that complement a small shopping center with basic 
2The assumption here is that the presence of an ele-
mentary school within a neighbourhood affects the 
social dynamics of the neighbourhood. 
Table 1. Identified Case Study Neighbourhoods  
(information based on Census 2011; authors’ observation of neighbourhoods on Google Maps) 
Neighbourhood Land Area Population Elementary No. of access 
points 
Royal Oak 3.6 10,979 Yes 4 
Tuscany 6.9 19,000 Yes 3 
Valley Ridge 3.3 5,042 No 1 
Crestmont 0.6 1,430 No 1 
Cougar Ridge 2.2 5,813 Yes 3 
West Springs 4.1 7,849 Yes 5 
Aspen Woods 3.8 4,469 No 5 
Springbank Hill 6.3 8,388 Yes 5 
Discovery Ridge 3.6 4,398 No 1 
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Figure 1. Location of Case Study Neighbourhoods in Calgary 
(Source: City of Calgary; authors’ annotation of neighbourhoods identified from queries) 
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Figure 2. Land Use Concept of Valley Ridge  
(Source: City of Calgary; authors’ annotations) 
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Figure 3. Land Use Concept of Discovery Ridge 
(Source: City of Calgary; authors’ annotations) 
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services for local residents (see figure 4). 
Both neighbourhoods have ample green space and 
parks for recreation and community activities (see 
figures 5 and 6); Valley Ridge has a golf course, 
while Discovery Ridge has a natural forest enclos-
ing the residential development. Such amenities 
communicate a certain lifestyle of active, healthy 
living and create focal points of interaction.   
Key attributes defining socio-demographic and 
physical-economic characteristics of the neighbour-
hoods are presented in Table 2. The third column 
highlights the extent to which these characteristics 
differ in quantitative terms.  
Both neighbourhoods have a comparable land area 
and a gross residential density of 6 units per acre 
(15 units per hectare). Valley Ridge has a higher 
percentage of single-family houses (96%) than Dis-
covery Ridge (56%) and a higher share of home-
ownership (98% vs 83%). Discovery Ridge has a 
distinctive group of multifamily housing in the core 
of the neighbourhood (see figure 7), adjacent to a 
small ‘gated community’ with 40 high-end single-
family homes surrounded by a natural forest (see 
figure 8). The nested gated enclave explains the 
higher average selling price of over $700,000 (twice 
the city average) attributed to the exclusiveness of 
the single-family homes. In a commodified subur-
ban neighbourhood model, higher prices are associ-
ated with higher resident income and this is certain-
ly the case in Discovery Ridge. Moreover, the archi-
tectural style of houses in Discovery Ridge was ob-
Table 2. Key Socio-economic and Physical Characteristics of Case Study Areas 
Source: Authors’ estimates based on Census 2011 data 






Population in 2011 5,055 4,395 Similar 
Residential density (upa) 6 6 (10, core) Similar 
% aged 20 to 60 yrs. 56% 58.9% Similar 
% of persons living alone 3.5% 8.6% Different 
% of immigrant population 21.4% 23.1% Similar 
Turnover 
(% of non-movers over 5 yrs) 
66.4% 50.1% Different 
Average household income $167,992 $193,091 Different 
Physical Land area (ha) 268 278 Similar 
Access points 1 1 Similar 
Connectivity 1.20 1.15 Similar 
Socio-Economic % of owned dwellings 98% 83% Different 
Avg. size of houses (sq. ft.) 2,342 2,518 Similar 
% of single-family houses 96% 56% Very Different 
% of semi-detached houses 0% 6.5% Different 
% of townhouses 4% 3.5% Similar 
Average value of dwelling $546,847 $712,974 Very Different 
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Figure 4. Shopping Core of Valley Ridge (left) and Discovery Ridge (right) 
(Source: Google Maps and Street view) 
Figure 5. Green Spaces and Golf Course in Valley Ridge  
(Source: Google Maps and Street view) 
Figure 6. Green Spaces and Recreational Areas in Discovery Ridge  
(Source: Google Maps and Street view) 
Rethinking Neighbourhood Cohesion in the Suburbs 
CIP-ICU & ACUPP-APUCU  13 Canadian Planning and Policy 2020 
Figure 7. Senior Homes in Valley Ridge (left) and Multi-family Dwellings in Discovery Ridge (right) 
(Source: Google Maps and Street view) 
Figure 8. Gated Enclave in Discovery Ridge  
(Source: Authors’ photo) 
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served during field visits to be more diverse than 
architectural styles in Valley Ridge (see figure 9). 
Resident Surveys 
A face-to-face survey with 195 randomly selected 
participants was administered, including 101 partic-
ipants in Valley Ridge and 94 in Discovery Ridge. 
These numbers equal or exceed the required sample 
size of 94 for each neighbourhood for a confidence 
level of 95% and a confidence interval of 10% using 
a sample size calculator (Robson & McCartan, 
2016). The first part of the survey collected infor-
mation on gender (male or female), annual house-
hold income (nine income brackets, from less than 
$24,000 to more than $130,000) and length of resi-
dence (six intervals, from less than one year to more 
than 10 years). Valley Ridge participants included 
51 males and 50 females. Over one-third of the par-
ticipants resided in the neighbourhood for over 10 
years and over half (53.4%) had an annual house-
hold income greater than $115,000. Discovery 
Ridge participants were 43 males and 51 females 
with about a quarter residing in the neighbourhood 
for over 10 years, while the majority (67%) had an 
income greater than $115,000 per year. 
Participants responded to 23 items in the survey 
questionnaire on a 5-point Likert scale (1-strongly 
disagree, disagree, not sure, agree, 5-strongly 
agree). The questionnaire used statements pertaining 
to perceptions of neighbourhood satisfaction, 
friendship, loyalty, fellowship, social interaction. 
Some of the statements “I feel like I belong in this 
neighbourhood” and “I think I agree with most peo-
ple in my neighbourhood about what is important in 
Figure 9. Architectural Styles in Valley Ridge (left) and Discovery Ridge (right) 
(Source: Google Maps and Street view) 
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life”, as well as “I like to think of myself as similar 
to the people who live in this neighbourhood” probe 
into feelings of common values, identity and be-
longing. Other statements such as “Living in this 
neighbourhood gives me a sense of community” and 
“I regularly stop and talk with people in my neigh-
bourhood” imply commitment to neighbourhood 
interaction and involvement in social processes. 
The sampling strategy targeted participants from 
different areas within the neighbourhood (residents 
along the main boulevard as well as residents within 
culs-de-sac enclaves) in order to avoid any bias due 
to residential location.3 Nevertheless, preliminary 
analysis of results in Valley Ridge did not show any 
significant differences between sub-areas of the 
neighbourhood such as areas close to the shopping 
area and playfield or much further away, neither in 
overall cohesion nor in its three dimensions.  
Measuring Neighbourhood Cohesion and Sense of 
Uniqueness 
For each neighbourhood, a neighbourhood cohesion 
index (NCI) was calculated as the average score 
over 18-items of the 23-item questionnaire. Items 
from the questionnaire corresponded to one of the 
three dimensions of cohesion as developed by 
Buckner. The average scores of NCI have a maxi-
mum value of 5 and are considered high (3.5 to 5), 
moderate (2.5 to 3.5) or low (1 to 2.5).  
The first dimension, psychological sense of commu-
nity, is defined as “the perception of similarity to 
others, an acknowledged interdependence with oth-
ers, a willingness to maintain this interdependence 
by giving or doing for others what one expects from 
them, the feeling that one is part of a larger depend-
able and stable structure” (Colombo, Mosso, & De 
Piccoli 2001, p.460). It is measured as the average 
score over all even numbered items in the question-
naire. Examples of these items are: “I feel like I be-
long in this neighbourhood”, “I like to think of my-
self as similar to the people who live in this neigh-
bourhood” and “Living in this neighbourhood gives 
me a sense of community.” 
The second dimension, place attachment, is defined 
as “a bond between an individual or group and a 
place that can vary in terms of spatial level, degree 
of specificity, and social or physical features of the 
place, and is manifested through affective, cogni-
tive, and behavioral psychological process-
es” (Scannell & Gifford, 2010, p.5). Place attach-
ment is measured as the average score of items 1, 5, 
and 13. These items are: “Overall, I am very happy 
to be living in this neighbourhood”, “I would like to 
move out of this neighbourhood” (this item was re-
verse coded) and “I plan to remain a resident of this 
neighbourhood for a number of years.” 
The third dimensions, neighbourliness/social inter-
action, is defined as social networking within neigh-
bourhoods as well as social activities such as bor-
rowing or lending tools, asking for help, and infor-
mal visiting (Talen, 2000). Neighbourliness is 
measured as the average score of items 3, 7, 9, 11, 
15, and 17. Examples of these items are: “I visit my 
neighbors in their homes”, “I borrow things and ex-
change favors with my neighbors” and “I regularly 
stop and talk with people in my neighbourhood.” 
Calculating the overall average for the NCI and in-
dividual averages for each of the three dimensions 
allows us to examine correlations with perceptions 
of sense of uniqueness. The sense of uniqueness of 
the neighbourhood, as perceived by residents, is 
measured quantitatively as the average score of the 
remaining 5 items of the survey questionnaire 
(items 19 to 23) and qualitatively through semi-
structured interviews. Items of the survey question-
naire that probe for sense of uniqueness are: “I con-
sider my neighbourhood to be unique”, “There are 
certain dress codes, social practices, or events that 
characterize my neighbourhood”, “Having a well-
maintained landscape is important to me” and “It is 
easy to distinguish residents from non-residents 
3The number of participants by sub-area ranged from 3 to 16 
in Valley Ridge and from 13 to 19 in Discovery Ridge. It was 
assumed that residents in different areas would have a differ-
ent sense of cohesion due to changing topographical features 
such as place of residence on a hill or plateau, or fronting a 
river, close to shopping, etc. 
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who are walking in the neighbourhood”.4  
Semi-structured Interviews 
In addition to the survey, semi-structured interviews 
were conducted face-to-face with 12 residents from 
each neighbourhood to develop in-depth knowledge 
on dimensions of neighbourhood cohesion. Valley 
Ridge interview participants include 6 males and 6 
females. Half of the participants resided between 8-
10 years in the neighbourhood and half had a house-
hold income greater than $115,000 per year. Dis-
covery Ridge interview participants constituted 7 
males and 5 females. Three participants resided be-
tween 8-10 years and nine participants had a house-
hold income greater than $130,000 per year. 
The semi-structured interview protocol had ten 
questions that allowed residents the opportunity to 
elaborate on aspects of neighbourhood cohesion. A 
few of the questions ask for residents’ perception of 
the neighbourhood, its unique physical features and 
appeal vis-à-vis other neighbourhoods in the city. 
Other questions probe for factors that impact their 
sense of cohesion such as the feeling of safety, at-
tachment, social interaction with neighbours, and 
sense of common values. Participants include resi-
dents encountered during the field visits as well as 
residents on the board of the homeowners’ associa-
tion. Interviews were also conducted with three key 
informants of the City of Calgary to develop a better 
understanding of the planning and design strategies 
of new suburban neighbourhoods. 
Statistical Analysis of Results 
Independent student t-tests were conducted to com-
pare residents’ sense of cohesion and perception of 
uniqueness in the two neighborhoods. Correlations 
between sense of cohesion and perception of 
uniqueness was calculated using Pearson’s correla-
tion coefficient (r). A linear regression model was 
used to describe the relationship between neigh-
bourhood cohesion index and sense of uniqueness. 
Also, one-way ANOVA tests were conducted to 
examine differences in cohesion and uniqueness by 
gender, length of residence, and household income. 
Correlations between sense of cohesion and length 
of residence and household income was calculated 
using Spearman’s rho. Association between cohe-
sion and gender was calculated using a correlation 
ratio (eta).  
There are several limitations for the generalization 
of the results and future research is needed to cor-
roborate our findings. The neighbourhoods in Cal-
gary are not representative of all peripheral subur-
ban developments in Canadian metropolitan areas. 
Expanding the empirical research to include neigh-
bourhoods in other Canadian cities using the same 
comparative approach might yield insightful results 
informative for Canadian planners, developers, and 
urban policy makers to guide suburban neighbour-
hood planning. Our approach moves away from 
physical determinism and provides an important 
tool for learning from the successful neighbour-
hoods, while designing an appropriate strategy for 
retrofit and intensification of existing suburbs.   
 
Results from the Quantitative  
Analysis  
Differences in Neighbourhood Cohesion by  
Neighbourhood 
Independent student t-tests were conducted to com-
pare residents’ sense of cohesion (see table 3). Re-
sults show that there was a significant difference in 
the NCI score for Discovery Ridge (M = 3.94, SD = 
0.58)5 and Valley Ridge (M=3.74, SD = 0.54); t 
(193) = 2.42, p = 0.016. These results suggest that 
the neighbourhood does affect residents’ sense of 
4Semi-structured interviews included open-ended questions. 
For instance, “Do you think your neighbourhood has particular 
features not found in other neighbourhoods?” and “Do you 
consider your neighbourhood affordable to people of different 
income categories or do you consider it an exclusive neigh-
bourhood?” 
 
5M = Mean value, and SD = Standard Deviation 
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cohesion. We then examined the differences in the 
three dimensions of cohesion between the two 
neighbourhoods using t-tests. Results show that 
there was a significant difference in sense of com-
munity and sense of place attachment, while there 
was no significant difference in neighbourliness. 
The following table shows the results for the three 
dimensions of cohesion. 
Sense of community and place attachment were 
found to be significantly higher in Discovery Ridge, 
while there are no significant differences in resi-
dents’ sense of neighbourliness between the two 
study areas. 
Differences in Uniqueness 
Independent student t-tests were conducted to com-
pare residents’ perception of uniqueness for their 
neighbourhood. Results show that there was a sig-
nificant difference in perception of uniqueness for 
Discovery Ridge (M = 3.68, SD = 0.50) and Valley 
Ridge (M=3.35, SD = 0.51); t (193) = 4.49, p < 
0.000. More residents of Discovery Ridge perceived 
their neighbourhood as being unique. This is also 
confirmed by results from our qualitative analysis 
where more than three-quarters of survey respond-
ents (78.7%) in Discovery Ridge agree on neigh-
bourhood uniqueness compared to less than half 
(49.5%) in Valley Ridge. In addition, those who 
strongly agree that the neighbourhood is unique 
constitute more than a quarter (26.6%) in Discovery 
Ridge compared to less than 9% in Valley Ridge.  
Correlation between Cohesion and Uniqueness 
In Valley Ridge sense of uniqueness was signifi-
cantly and positively correlated to overall cohesion 
(r = .316, p =.001) as well as significantly and posi-
tively correlated to two dimensions: PSOC (r 
= .370, p < .001) and place attachment (r = .213, p 
< .05). However, no significant correlation was 
found with neighbourliness (r = .186, p > .05). For 
Discovery Ridge the sense of uniqueness was sig-
nificantly and positively correlated to overall cohe-
sion (r = .314, p < .01) as well as significantly and 
positively correlated to two dimensions: PSOC (r 
= .368, p < .001) and neighbourliness (r = .267, p 
< .01). However, no significant correlation was 
found with place attachment (r = .065, p > .05). 
Multiple Regression Analysis – Cohesion vs. 
Uniqueness by Neighbourhood 
Table 4 shows the results of fitting a linear regres-
sion model to describe the relationship between 
NCI, Sense of Uniqueness and Neighborhood.  The 
equation of the fitted model is NCI = 2.66 + 
0.36*Sense of Uniqueness. Because the P-value in 
the ANOVA table is less than 0.05, there is a statis-
tically significant relationship between the variables 
at the 95.0% confidence level. The R-Squared sta-
Table 3. Comparing the two study areas along three dimensions of cohesion 
 
Note: A Welch t-test was conducted to compare residents’ sense of Place attachment in the two neighbour-
hoods based on the assumption of unequal variances given that Levene’s test for an assumption of equal vari-
ances was significant. 
Dimension of Cohesion Discovery Ridge 
n = 94 
Valley Ridge 
n = 101 
t-value p-value 
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tistic indicates that the model as fitted explains 
14.97% of the variability in NCI.  Figure 10 shows 
the plot of the fitted model. 
Differences in Neighbourhood Cohesion by Gender, 
Length of Residence, and Household Income 
One-way ANOVA tests were conducted to examine 
differences in cohesion by gender, length of resi-
dence, and household income between the two 
neighbourhoods. Results show that there were sig-
nificant differences in cohesion between males in 
Discovery Ridge and males in Valley Ridge [F 
(1,91) = 4.835, p = .03]. The males in Discovery 
Ridge (M = 3.93, SD = 0.59) have a significantly 
higher sense of cohesion than males in Valley Ridge 
(M = 3.66, SD = 0.59). There were, however, no 
significant differences in cohesion between females 
in Discovery Ridge and females in Valley Ridge [F 
(1,97) = 0.604, p > .05]. 
In addition, we did not find significant differences 
in cohesion by length of residence for any of the six 
groups for Discovery Ridge and Valley Ridge. For 
instance, the results for length of residence of more 
than 10 years, show no significant differences in 
group means between the two neighbourhoods [F 
(1,55) = 0.293, p > .05].  There were significant dif-
ferences in cohesion by household income for one 
group, out of eight categories, between Discovery 
Ridge and Valley Ridge [F (1,93) = 
11.697, p < .001]. Residents in this income group of 
over $130,000 in Discovery Ridge (M = 3.99, SD = 
0.54) have a significantly higher sense of cohesion 
than their counterparts in Valley Ridge (M = 3.61, 
SD = 0.53).   
Differences in Uniqueness by Gender, Length of 
Residence, and Household Income 
One-way ANOVA tests were conducted to examine 
differences in perceptions of uniqueness of the 
neighbourhood by gender, length of residence, and 
household income of residents. Results show that 
there were significant differences in perception of 
uniqueness by gender [F (1,97) = 8.380, p < .005]. 
Females in Discovery Ridge (M = 3.69, SD = 0.45) 
have a significantly higher perception of neighbour-
hood uniqueness than females in Valley Ridge (M = 
3.40, SD = 0.52). There were significant differences 
in uniqueness between male group means as well [F 
(1,91) = 8.499, p < .005]. This result suggests that 
males in Discovery Ridge (M = 3.65, SD = 0.55) 
have a significantly higher sense of uniqueness than 
males in Valley Ridge (M = 3.33, SD = 0.49). 
Significant differences in perceptions of uniqueness 
are identified (group means) for length of residence 
Table 4. Multiple Regression Analysis 
Multiple Regression Analysis 
 
 
Analysis of Variance 
 
 
Parameter Estimate Standard Error T Statistic P-Value 
CONSTANT 2.66428 0.206388 12.9091 0.0000 
Sense of Uniqueness 0.35638 0.0612929 5.81438 0.0000 
Source Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F-Ratio P-Value 
Model 8.69293 1 8.69293 33.81 0.0000 
Residual 49.3697 192 0.257134     
Total (Corr.) 58.0627 193       
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more than 10 years [F (1,55) = 16.801, p = .0001]. 
These results suggest that residents residing for 
more than 10 years in Discovery Ridge (M = 3.80, 
SD = 0.56) have a significantly higher sense of 
uniqueness of the neighbourhood than their counter-
parts in Valley Ridge (M = 3.20, SD = 0.52). There 
were no significant differences for any of the re-
maining five groups of shorter length of residence.  
Also, sense of uniqueness was higher for higher in-
come residents in Discovery Ridge and Valley 
Ridge [F (1,93) = 21.311, p < .0001] and [F (1,20) 
= 5.304, p = .03], respectively. These results suggest 
that residents with household income greater than 
$130,000 (M = 3.73, SD = 0.48) and household in-
comes between $115,000 and $129,000 (M = 4.10, 
SD = 0.65) in Discovery Ridge have a significantly 
higher sense of uniqueness than their counterparts in 
Valley Ridge (M = 3.29, SD = 0.43) and (M = 3.41, 
SD = 0.61), respectively. There were no significant 
differences in uniqueness by household income for 
any of the remaining seven groups. 
Although exploring in detail the correlation of gen-
der, length of residence, and household income on 
residents’ perceptions of neighbourhood cohesion is 
beyond the scope of this article, our empirical re-
sults show that neither gender, nor length of resi-
dence, nor household income had any significant 
correlation with neighbourhood cohesion. There 
was a weak association between gender and cohe-
sion (eta = .104), a weak association between length 
of residence and cohesion (Spearman’s rho: rs 
= .077, not significant, p > .05), and a weak associa-
tion between household income and cohesion 
(Spearman’s rho: rs =.101, not significant, p > .05). 
 
Perceptions of Neighbourhood Cohesion: 
Insights from Interviews 
Many resident responses confirm findings in the 
literature about the attractiveness of a suburban lo-
cation vis-à-vis the city. People value the best of 
both worlds, having easy access to city services and 
amenities (e.g. downtown, hospital, shopping malls, 
etc.), and the advantage of a peripheral location with 
access to the natural environment, the river and the 
mountains, away from ‘the hustle and bustle of the 
city’. In both neighbourhoods, residents express a 
high level of satisfaction and attachment to the 
place. Interviewees note ample green spaces, design 
features (architectural controls, open chain link 
fences) and walkways as unique features that pre-
serve common norms and values. However, in Val-
ley Ridge residents are not necessarily clear on ele-
ments defining a sense of community and express 
concern about the diminished role of the community 
association in maintaining the landscape. A Discov-
ery Ridge resident expressed her appreciation of the 
neighbourhood as: “I like the forest. I like my 
neighbors. It is safe”. A resident in Valley Ridge 
enjoyed life in a quasi-gated neighbourhood without 
being bound by restrictive covenants, which com-
pared favourably to her previous experience in a 
gated community in the U.S. 
From a physical point of view, the single vehicle 
access point contributes to a higher sense of safety, 
familiarity, and sense of enclosure within the neigh-
bourhood. Three interviewees remarked that this 
unique feature ensured that only residents of the 
neighbourhood had a reason to be there. It rein-
forced their willingness to talk with people in the 
neighbourhood as it limited the presence of outsid-
ers and increases the probability of meeting local 
residents. The limited access was perceived as a 
physical barrier preventing through-traffic, while 
promoting a sense of tranquility, neighbourliness, 
and place attachment.  
Concerning the size of the neighbourhood, one in-
terviewee noted that the size of Valley Ridge pro-
moted her sense or ‘feel’ of community (compared 
to peripheral neighbourhoods in Calgary that might 
have 18,000 residents). The low turnover of resi-
dents moving in/out of the neighbourhood was iden-
tified as a factor contributing to a sense of commu-
nity in Discovery Ridge. A couple of senior resi-
dents expressed their desire to stay in the neigh-
bourhood after their retirement and downsize to a 
smaller dwelling. Such attachment to a place is im-
portant for neighbourhood stability and cohesion as 
research by Clark, Duque-Calvache, &Palomares-
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Linares (2017) demonstrates.  
Other factors affecting common norms, values and 
perception of social cohesions are associated with 
homogeneity and similarity in social and economic 
characteristics of residents. This was also shared in 
the interviews. The perception of ethnic diversity 
within Discovery Ridge was lower compared to 
Valley Ridge, although the percentages of immi-
grants were relatively similar (23% and 21%, re-
spectively). As Portes & Vickstrom (2011) mention, 
it is not the diversity per se but the unequal, or visi-
ble ethnic diversity that makes a difference. An as-
pect mentioned in both neighbourhoods influencing 
the sense of community was similarity in the family 
status of residents. For instance, residents with chil-
dren liked that their neighbours also had children of 
the same age to share the playground and park. In-
terviewees who did not share similar family status 
had a diminished sense of community and social 
interaction, such as a resident growing up as a teen-
ager in a neighbourhood with young children. Like-
wise, a middle-aged single adult commented that 
neighbourhood social events were targeted towards 
families with children. Several interviewees com-
mented on the absence of a neighbourhood school, 
which negatively affects neighbourhood cohesion. 
As children went to different schools (public, pri-
vate, denominational), they did not have the oppor-
tunity to learn together or collaborate on school pro-
jects. Parents also did not have the opportunity to 




Contrary to the prevalent view that suburban devel-
opments lack social cohesion, the results show that 
Figure 10. Plot of Fitted Model 
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both neighbourhoods have a high index of neigh-
bourhood cohesion exceeding 3.5 out of 5 in both 
suburban areas. Just like Robinson & Wilkinson 
(1995) and Townshend et al. (2015), we support the 
robustness of Buckner’s approach and its usefulness 
in operationalizing and measuring neighbourhood 
cohesion and differentiation between neighbour-
hoods. This research demonstrates that certain di-
mensions of neighbourhood cohesion – place at-
tachment and psychological sense of community – 
perform extremely well, with values close to 4.4 and 
3.9 out of 5 for Discovery Ridge, and values close 
to 4.2 and 3.7 for Valley Ridge, respectively. Fur-
thermore, statistical analyses compared residents’ 
sense of cohesion in the three dimensions. The re-
sults confirm that the neighbourhood matters, and it 
does have an effect on residents’ sense of cohesion. 
Previous scholarship has placed a lot of emphasis 
on these qualifiers and has explored their signifi-
cance on social cohesion mostly through qualitative 
research and compelling narratives on building so-
cial networks, solidarity and cultural diversity 
(Altman & Low, 1992; Forrest & Kearns, 2001). 
Our quantitative analysis demonstrates that the af-
fective dimensions of cohesion were significantly 
different, namely, sense of community and place 
attachment while the interactive dimension, neigh-
bourliness, was not significantly different.  
The two neighbourhoods were significantly differ-
ent in residents’ perception of the uniqueness of 
their neighbourhood. Such differences suggest that 
there may be a correlation between cohesion and 
uniqueness. Statistical analysis showed that there is 
in fact a significant correlation between cohesion 
and uniqueness for each of the case study areas with 
almost identical correlation coefficients (r = .31). 
This correlation coefficient rises to an identical val-
ue (r = .37), which was also statistically significant 
for both neighbourhoods, when the correlation is 
calculated for the dimension of psychological sense 
of community and uniqueness. A multiple regres-
sion analysis showed that the correlation could be 
modeled as a straight line with a slope of approxi-
mately 20°. Also, the analysis showed that sense of 
uniqueness only explains about 15% of variance in 
residents’ sense of cohesion. This means that other 
factors need to be taken into consideration to ac-
count for the remaining 85% of variance in cohe-
sion, for instance the number of activity nodes for 
social interaction within the neighbourhood, type of 
services provided within the neighbourhood, sense 
of tranquility (levels of ambient noise, driving be-
haviour, etc.) as well as neighbourhood land area 
and population size, among others. In brief, urban 
planners need to consider other social, environmen-
tal, and physical factors that bear upon the sense of 
cohesion of residents. 
This research considers neighbourhood uniqueness 
as a systemic factor affecting neighbourhood cohe-
sion and as a way of explaining differences between 
the two case study areas. Uniqueness in this re-
search was measured psychometrically along items 
in the questionnaire that probe for a sense of gated-
ness/seclusion, uniqueness of activities, social prac-
tices, and perceptions of the landscape. The single 
vehicular entrance point contributes to a higher 
sense of safety, familiarity, and sense of enclosure 
within the neighbourhood. This unique feature pre-
vents through-traffic, while promoting a sense of 
tranquility, influencing sense of community and 
place attachment. Results from the quantitative and 
qualitative research show that more residents of 
Discovery Ridge perceive their neighbourhood to be 
unique compared to residents of Valley Ridge.  
Our empirical research contributes to the literature 
on social cohesion by claiming that degrees or per-
formance along one of the three dimensions (PSOC) 
can differ significantly based on residents’ sense of 
uniqueness of their neighbourhood. A significant 
finding of this research is that PSOC, defined as the 
perception of similarity to others and sense of be-
longing, is moderately correlated with perceptions 
of uniqueness of the neighbourhood. There is a no-
ticeable variety in architectural styles of individual 
houses in Discovery Ridge compared to Valley 
Ridge (see figure 9). Such characteristics translate 
into a higher perception of neighbourhood unique-
ness identified in other studies (Pufe, 2009).  
A surprising and unexplained result was the ambig-
uous relation between uniqueness and place attach-
ment. Correlation of uniqueness with place attach-
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ment was significant for Valley Ridge, but not for 
Discovery Ridge. Despite the perception of ordinar-
iness and homogeneity of Valley Ridge, residents 
look forward to ageing in place and express a strong 
sense of attachment to the neighbourhood. This sug-
gests that there seems to be a relatively strong cohe-
sion in suburban neighbourhoods that resonates 
with the personal temperament, lifestyle, and life 
trajectories of their residents. In other words, just 
like Kingston et al. (1999), our study suggests that 
residents of the same neighbourhood identify with 
neighbourhood-level qualities that in turn resonate 
with them, which explains a high sense of place at-
tachment.  
Discovery Ridge residents had a high sense of place 
attachment that did not correlate with their high 
sense of uniqueness. A possible explanation is that 
the forest (Griffith Woods) and natural reserve that 
bound and enclose the neighbourhood may give a 
sense of uniqueness to the neighbourhood but may 
not play a role in residents’ sense of place attach-
ment. Further research is needed to investigate the 
impact of uniqueness on place attachment. This may 
suggest that uniqueness influences only one of the 
three dimensions of cohesion, namely, psychologi-
cal sense of community, rather than place attach-
ment or neighbourliness. Neighbourliness also man-
ifested an ambiguous relation with uniqueness for 
the two neighbourhoods. Further research is needed 
to investigate the impact of uniqueness on neigh-
bourliness.  
Within the ongoing discourse in the planning litera-
ture about the complex relationships between the 
physical and the social dimension of a neighbour-
hood, we explored the impact of factors affecting 
neighbourhood cohesion such as tenure, single-
family ownership, length of residence in the neigh-
bourhood, household income and gender (Dekker & 
Bolt, 2005; Lewicka, 2010; Hipp & Perrin, 2006; 
Wilson-Doenges, 2000). Our results demonstrate 
that a higher share of single-family homes and a 
higher level of homeownership is not a predictor of 
higher neighbourhood cohesion. Discovery Ridge 
performs better than Valley Ridge in overall neigh-
bourhood cohesion. Higher homeownerships rates 
in Valley Ridge (96% compared to 83% in Discov-
ery Ridge) and higher share of single-family hous-
ing (96% in Valley Ridge vs 56% in Discovery 
Ridge) did not translate into higher sense of place 
attachment, or sense of community. Contrary to 
findings of earlier studies, our empirical work does 
not demonstrate that gender, length of residence, or 
household income have any significant correlation 
with neighbourhood cohesion. However, we identi-
fy significant differences in the perception of 
uniqueness between male and female groups of Dis-
covery Ridge and Valley Ridge, between residents 
residing for more than 10 years, as well as by high 
income households (income > $115,000).  
The presence of a formal homeowners’ association 
in Discovery Ridge works towards the aesthetic 
symbolism of the neighbourhood to maintain the 
value of real estate. Valley Ridge, meanwhile, does 
not have covenants attached to land titles for dwell-
ing units, nor the requirement to have mandatory 
membership in a homeowners’ association. This 
difference in governance further reinforces the pres-
ence of common norms and social values affecting 
sense of community and place attachment (Kearns 
& Mason 2007; Hipp & Perrin, 2006).  
 
Conclusion 
The empirical research in this article evaluated and 
measured neighbourhood cohesion focusing on 
three dimensions—psychological sense of commu-
nity, place attachment, social interaction of residents 
as well as their correlations with neighbourhood 
uniqueness. We consider these processes in two 
master-planned communities on the edge of the city 
that represent a model of quasi-gated neighbour-
hoods relatively well established in Calgary. These 
developments have a degree of implicit physical 
gating with nested retirement communities behind 
walls, limited access, and boundaries reinforced by 
buffers, natural features, and less permeable street 
patterns. Separation from the rest of the city is by 
design signalling exclusion, separation, and privacy, 
reinforced by a model of governance in the case of 
Discovery Ridge through a homeowners’ associa-
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tion. Notwithstanding differences in the manifesta-
tion of this model and the evolution of the social 
and spatial characteristics of ‘private’ neighbour-
hoods, it is the social characteristics and the lived 
experiences of residents that will define the degree 
of segregation in communities that do not appear to 
be overtly gated and controlled (Townshend, 2002; 
2006).  
Our empirical research provides important insights 
into social processes of neighbourhood interaction 
and identifies key similarities and differences in the 
physical and social characteristics of the neighbour-
hoods. We view the suburban neighbourhood as an 
assemblage of houses, streets, local amenities, natu-
ral/topographic features. These physical dimensions 
of the ‘urban land nexus’ determine the social pro-
cesses of a neighbourhood and are important for the 
understanding of its identity and the reasons behind 
people’s choices to live in and identify with a subur-
ban place (Forrest & Kearns, 2001). Our research of 
two suburban neighbourhoods in Calgary, with a 
comparable planning and development model and 
similar socio-economic and physical characteristics, 
demonstrates that residents reside in these places by 
choice and share common norms and values. Neigh-
bourhood cohesion is relatively high, attributed to 
the neighbourhood’s style of governance, its physi-
cal form (style and cost of housing, open spaces, 
wide streets, recreation) and location (suburban pe-
riphery). Residents have local access to basic land 
uses (residential, retail and recreation) while enjoy-
ing spatial seclusion and tranquility from the hustle 
and bustle of the city. The degree of quasi-gatedness 
and spatial isolation from the city is reinforced by 
physical boundaries—ravine, forest, river. With re-
spect to physical form, a single vehicular access to 
the neighbourhood and the lack of permeability of 
the street pattern provide a sense of enclosure, and a 
sense of uniqueness. Our key concluding remarks 
are summarised in the following three points. 
First, both neighbourhoods have a limited set of 
land uses and provide access to recreational ameni-
ties, parks, and shopping/retail. Work opportunities 
are non-existent, and the schools are located in adja-
cent communities. Due to the predominantly mono-
functional character of land uses, the affective as-
pects of neighbourhood cohesion—sense of com-
munity, place attachment—seem to prevail over the 
interactive aspects—neighbourliness and social rela-
tions. Both neighbourhoods enjoy viewpoints of the 
Rocky Mountains and access to natural rivers and 
forests, providing a highly marketable dimension of 
uniqueness, especially when compared with subur-
ban neighbourhoods in other parts of the city. In-
sights from the interviews indicate that physical to-
pography, the presence of a hill or a river, also serve 
a symbolic dimension, but in a commodified subur-
ban model such elements divide the neighbourhood 
into hierarchical units associated with social status, 
prestige and a different sense of place. Higher in-
come residents have significantly higher sense of 
uniqueness in both neighbourhoods, perhaps due to 
their prestige status in terms of better-quality 
homes, aesthetics, and access to unique natural fea-
tures.  
Second, we systematically explored the physical 
characteristics of the neighbourhoods, key socioeco-
nomic attributes of their residents and residents’ 
perceptions of cohesion through a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative survey methods. The 
quantitative analysis is robust, providing important 
and nuanced assessment of the three dimensions of 
neighbourhood cohesion. It is, however, important 
to emphasize the benefits of qualitative research in 
understanding the dynamics of cohesion and 
uniqueness by bringing specifics that cannot be cap-
tured in the statistical analysis. Thus, an important 
contribution of this research to the discourse on 
neighbourhood cohesion in the suburbs is a better 
understanding of the physical and social impact of 
quasi-gatedness on neighbourhood uniqueness and 
cohesion.  
Finally, we demonstrate that neighbourhoods do 
matter, and that neighbourhood cohesion is im-
portant in contemporary urban life. The research 
confirms the socio-spatial role of the neighbourhood 
as a context, commodity, and community, to borrow 
the notions used by Forrest and Kearns. Given the 
fact that community planning can influence such 
processes and shape the physical environment in a 
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way that defines and reinforces perceptions related 
to place attachment, sense of community and neigh-
bourliness, our findings have important planning 
implications. The case study neighbourhoods illus-
trate the typical pattern of suburban development in 
Calgary where the process is commodified and the 
marketing emphasizes a suburban lifestyle of pres-
tige, quality amenities, proximity to natural fea-
tures, and a sense of seclusion and gated-ness. Such 
master-planned communities have limited diversity 
and permeability and present an assemblage of 
neighbourhood enclaves with similar housing types, 
ownership, and aesthetics.  
Further research is needed to unpack the links be-
tween planning policies, land use, diversity, and 
design in the context of quasi-gatedness. This will 
inform the planning discourse on retrofitting the 
suburbs, smart growth and neighbourhood cohesion 
and is extremely important in the context of contin-
uing suburban growth in Canadian cities. Urban 
planners and scholars in Canada working at improv-
ing existing suburban residential environments 
could benefit from our research approach and find-
ings in determining nuanced differences in physical 
form and function as they relate to dimensions of 
neighbourhood cohesion. This will lead to better 
design and planning strategies that affect both phys-
ical and social aspects of a neighbourhood and in-
terventions in the right direction—intensification/
diversification of land uses, programming of com-
munity services and models of inclusive govern-
ance—with the desired impact on the three im-
portant dimensions of neighbourhood cohesion.  
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